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 ﾠAre	 ﾠWhat	 ﾠYou	 ﾠRead	 ﾠ	 ﾠ
By	 ﾠLEAH	 ﾠPRICE	 ﾠ
In	 ﾠ1605,	 ﾠFrancis	 ﾠBacon	 ﾠobserved	 ﾠthat	 ﾠ“some	 ﾠbooks	 ﾠare	 ﾠto	 ﾠbe	 ﾠtasted,	 ﾠothers	 ﾠto	 ﾠbe	 ﾠswallowed,	 ﾠand	 ﾠsome	 ﾠ
few	 ﾠto	 ﾠbe	 ﾠchewed	 ﾠand	 ﾠdigested.”	 ﾠToday,	 ﾠas	 ﾠwe	 ﾠsupersize	 ﾠour	 ﾠburgers	 ﾠand	 ﾠabridge	 ﾠour	 ﾠbooks,	 ﾠreading	 ﾠand	 ﾠ
eating	 ﾠcontinue	 ﾠto	 ﾠprovoke	 ﾠsymmetrical	 ﾠanxieties.	 ﾠSurveys	 ﾠnow	 ﾠdiagnose	 ﾠtoo	 ﾠlittle	 ﾠof	 ﾠone,	 ﾠtoo	 ﾠmuch	 ﾠof	 ﾠ
the	 ﾠother;	 ﾠregression	 ﾠanalysis	 ﾠcorrelates	 ﾠcalorie	 ﾠsurplus	 ﾠand	 ﾠbook	 ﾠdeficiency	 ﾠwith	 ﾠdrug	 ﾠuse,	 ﾠdivorce	 ﾠand	 ﾠ
teen	 ﾠpregnancy.	 ﾠ
Last	 ﾠmonth,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠNational	 ﾠEndowment	 ﾠfor	 ﾠthe	 ﾠArts	 ﾠlengthened	 ﾠthat	 ﾠlist.	 ﾠ“To	 ﾠRead	 ﾠor	 ﾠNot	 ﾠto	 ﾠRead,”	 ﾠits	 ﾠ
2007	 ﾠreport	 ﾠon	 ﾠAmerican	 ﾠreading	 ﾠhabits,	 ﾠidentifies	 ﾠwho	 ﾠreads	 ﾠas	 ﾠthe	 ﾠbest	 ﾠpredictor	 ﾠof	 ﾠwho	 ﾠexercises,	 ﾠ
plays	 ﾠsports,	 ﾠvolunteers,	 ﾠvotes	 ﾠand	 ﾠstays	 ﾠout	 ﾠof	 ﾠjail.	 ﾠThese	 ﾠdata,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠstudy	 ﾠgoes	 ﾠon	 ﾠto	 ﾠsuggest,	 ﾠrefute	 ﾠ
“assumptions	 ﾠthat	 ﾠreaders	 ﾠare	 ﾠpassive,	 ﾠisolated	 ﾠor	 ﾠself-ﾭ‐absorbed.”	 ﾠSo	 ﾠwhat’s	 ﾠthe	 ﾠX	 ﾠfactor	 ﾠthat	 ﾠwill	 ﾠmake	 ﾠ
you	 ﾠnot	 ﾠjust	 ﾠcivic-ﾭ‐minded	 ﾠand	 ﾠmuscular,	 ﾠbut	 ﾠalso	 ﾠfriendlier,	 ﾠoutdoorsier	 ﾠand	 ﾠless	 ﾠwrapped	 ﾠup	 ﾠin	 ﾠyour	 ﾠ
thin,	 ﾠlaw-ﾭ‐abiding	 ﾠself?	 ﾠThe	 ﾠN.E.A.	 ﾠrefuses	 ﾠto	 ﾠspeculate,	 ﾠacknowledging	 ﾠonly	 ﾠthat	 ﾠ“strictly	 ﾠunderstood,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
data	 ﾠin	 ﾠthis	 ﾠreport	 ﾠdo	 ﾠnot	 ﾠnecessarily	 ﾠshow	 ﾠcause	 ﾠand	 ﾠeffect.”	 ﾠThe	 ﾠobvious	 ﾠexplanation	 ﾠis	 ﾠtucked	 ﾠaway	 ﾠin	 ﾠ
a	 ﾠ“technical	 ﾠnote”	 ﾠwhose	 ﾠfine	 ﾠprint	 ﾠacknowledges	 ﾠthat	 ﾠ“no	 ﾠattempt	 ﾠhas	 ﾠbeen	 ﾠmade	 ﾠto	 ﾠ...	 ﾠdelve	 ﾠinto	 ﾠ
racial,	 ﾠethnic	 ﾠor	 ﾠincome	 ﾠtraits	 ﾠof	 ﾠvoluntary	 ﾠreaders.”	 ﾠ
We’re	 ﾠnot	 ﾠthe	 ﾠfirst	 ﾠgeneration	 ﾠto	 ﾠinvest	 ﾠreading	 ﾠwith	 ﾠmiraculous	 ﾠpowers.	 ﾠBut	 ﾠuntil	 ﾠradio	 ﾠand	 ﾠtelevision	 ﾠ
dethroned	 ﾠthe	 ﾠbook,	 ﾠsocial	 ﾠreformers	 ﾠworried	 ﾠabout	 ﾠtoo	 ﾠmuch	 ﾠreading,	 ﾠnot	 ﾠtoo	 ﾠlittle.	 ﾠAdvice	 ﾠabout	 ﾠwhen	 ﾠ
and	 ﾠwhere	 ﾠnot	 ﾠto	 ﾠread	 ﾠwas	 ﾠonce	 ﾠa	 ﾠmedical	 ﾠspecialty.	 ﾠIn	 ﾠan	 ﾠ1806	 ﾠdiagnosis,	 ﾠa	 ﾠBritish	 ﾠdoctor	 ﾠhypothesized	 ﾠ
that	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ“excess	 ﾠof	 ﾠstimulus”	 ﾠproduced	 ﾠby	 ﾠreading	 ﾠnovels	 ﾠ“affects	 ﾠthe	 ﾠorgans	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠbody	 ﾠand	 ﾠrelaxes	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
tone	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠnerves.”	 ﾠReading	 ﾠat	 ﾠthe	 ﾠtable	 ﾠinterfered	 ﾠwith	 ﾠyour	 ﾠdigestion,	 ﾠreading	 ﾠbefore	 ﾠlunch	 ﾠwith	 ﾠyour	 ﾠ
morals.	 ﾠAnother	 ﾠexpert,	 ﾠin	 ﾠ1867,	 ﾠwarned	 ﾠthat	 ﾠ“to	 ﾠread	 ﾠwhen	 ﾠin	 ﾠbed	 ﾠ...	 ﾠis	 ﾠto	 ﾠinjure	 ﾠyour	 ﾠeyes,	 ﾠyour	 ﾠbrain,	 ﾠ
your	 ﾠnervous	 ﾠsystem,	 ﾠyour	 ﾠintellect.”	 ﾠCue	 ﾠto	 ﾠthe	 ﾠother	 ﾠin-ﾭ‐bed	 ﾠactivity	 ﾠthat	 ﾠmakes	 ﾠyou	 ﾠgo	 ﾠblind.	 ﾠLike	 ﾠ
masturbation,	 ﾠreading	 ﾠwas	 ﾠtoo	 ﾠpleasurable	 ﾠfor	 ﾠits	 ﾠown	 ﾠgood;	 ﾠlike	 ﾠmasturbation,	 ﾠit	 ﾠthreatened	 ﾠto	 ﾠupstage	 ﾠ
real	 ﾠhuman	 ﾠcontact	 ﾠ(messy,	 ﾠtedious,	 ﾠdisappointing)	 ﾠwith	 ﾠvirtual	 ﾠpleasures.	 ﾠ
In	 ﾠ18th-ﾭ‐century	 ﾠpaintings,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠreader	 ﾠsprawls	 ﾠon	 ﾠa	 ﾠsofa	 ﾠor	 ﾠlolls	 ﾠat	 ﾠthe	 ﾠhairdresser’s;	 ﾠin	 ﾠ19th-ﾭ‐century	 ﾠ
magazines,	 ﾠthose	 ﾠcharacters	 ﾠshown	 ﾠreading	 ﾠare	 ﾠthe	 ﾠleast	 ﾠlikely	 ﾠto	 ﾠengage	 ﾠin	 ﾠany	 ﾠexercise	 ﾠmore	 ﾠstrenuous	 ﾠ
than	 ﾠturning	 ﾠa	 ﾠpage.	 ﾠOne	 ﾠEnglish	 ﾠjournalist	 ﾠin	 ﾠ1874	 ﾠworried	 ﾠthat	 ﾠfrequent	 ﾠreaders	 ﾠ“are	 ﾠdefrauded	 ﾠout	 ﾠof	 ﾠ
their	 ﾠproper	 ﾠamount	 ﾠof	 ﾠexercise,	 ﾠget	 ﾠtheir	 ﾠmuscles	 ﾠrelaxed	 ﾠand	 ﾠtheir	 ﾠhealth	 ﾠout	 ﾠof	 ﾠgear.”	 ﾠIn	 ﾠ1835,	 ﾠBalzac	 ﾠ
addressed	 ﾠhis	 ﾠreader	 ﾠas	 ﾠ“you	 ﾠwho	 ﾠare	 ﾠholding	 ﾠthis	 ﾠbook	 ﾠin	 ﾠyour	 ﾠfair	 ﾠhand,	 ﾠyou	 ﾠwho	 ﾠsink	 ﾠdown	 ﾠin	 ﾠyour	 ﾠ
soft	 ﾠeasy	 ﾠchair.”	 ﾠReading	 ﾠdrove	 ﾠMadame	 ﾠBovary	 ﾠto	 ﾠadultery,	 ﾠdebt	 ﾠand	 ﾠrat	 ﾠpoison.	 ﾠ
Novelists	 ﾠwere	 ﾠthe	 ﾠfirst	 ﾠto	 ﾠpick	 ﾠup	 ﾠon	 ﾠthe	 ﾠanomaly	 ﾠthat	 ﾠthe	 ﾠN.E.A.’s	 ﾠsurveys	 ﾠcontinue	 ﾠto	 ﾠregister:	 ﾠmen	 ﾠ
have	 ﾠbecome	 ﾠa	 ﾠminority	 ﾠwithin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠreading	 ﾠpublic.	 ﾠIn	 ﾠthe	 ﾠdeveloping	 ﾠworld,	 ﾠmen’s	 ﾠliteracy	 ﾠcontinues	 ﾠto	 ﾠ
outstrip	 ﾠwomen’s.	 ﾠBut	 ﾠin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠmodern	 ﾠWest,	 ﾠwomen	 ﾠbuy,	 ﾠborrow	 ﾠand	 ﾠread	 ﾠmore	 ﾠbooks.	 ﾠBy	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ18th	 ﾠ
century,	 ﾠCervantes’s	 ﾠromance-ﾭ‐reading	 ﾠhero	 ﾠreappeared	 ﾠin	 ﾠdrag	 ﾠin	 ﾠa	 ﾠnovel	 ﾠcalled	 ﾠ“The	 ﾠFemale	 ﾠQuixote,”	 ﾠ
and	 ﾠthe	 ﾠplaywright	 ﾠGeorge	 ﾠColman	 ﾠcould	 ﾠwarn:	 ﾠ“Miss	 ﾠreads	 ﾠ—	 ﾠshe	 ﾠmelts	 ﾠ—	 ﾠshe	 ﾠsighs	 ﾠ—	 ﾠLove	 ﾠsteals	 ﾠ
upon	 ﾠher—	 ﾠ/	 ﾠAnd	 ﾠthen	 ﾠ—	 ﾠAlas,	 ﾠpoor	 ﾠgirl!	 ﾠGood	 ﾠnight,	 ﾠpoor	 ﾠhonor!”	 ﾠ
Reading	 ﾠwas	 ﾠfor	 ﾠgirls	 ﾠwhat	 ﾠgaming	 ﾠis	 ﾠfor	 ﾠboys:	 ﾠabsorption	 ﾠshading	 ﾠinto	 ﾠaddiction.	 ﾠAnd	 ﾠlike	 ﾠthe	 ﾠXbox	 ﾠor	 ﾠ
the	 ﾠpotato	 ﾠchip,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠpleasure	 ﾠit	 ﾠgave	 ﾠin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠmoment	 ﾠwas	 ﾠproportionate	 ﾠto	 ﾠits	 ﾠdangers	 ﾠin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠlong	 ﾠterm.	 ﾠ
Then,	 ﾠreading	 ﾠwas	 ﾠa	 ﾠsign	 ﾠof	 ﾠlaziness;	 ﾠnow,	 ﾠreaders	 ﾠget	 ﾠcredit	 ﾠfor	 ﾠhard	 ﾠwork.	 ﾠParadoxically,	 ﾠthough,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠN.E.A.	 ﾠshuns	 ﾠthe	 ﾠliteral	 ﾠworkplace	 ﾠ—	 ﾠand,	 ﾠby	 ﾠextension,	 ﾠany	 ﾠuse	 ﾠof	 ﾠliteracy	 ﾠfor	 ﾠsomething	 ﾠother	 ﾠthan	 ﾠ
disinterested	 ﾠpleasure.	 ﾠIts	 ﾠ2004	 ﾠreport,	 ﾠ“Reading	 ﾠat	 ﾠRisk,”	 ﾠexcluded	 ﾠnot	 ﾠjust	 ﾠnonfiction	 ﾠ(giving	 ﾠcredit	 ﾠfor	 ﾠ
“The	 ﾠDa	 ﾠVinci	 ﾠCode”	 ﾠbut	 ﾠnot	 ﾠ“The	 ﾠDecline	 ﾠand	 ﾠFall	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠRoman	 ﾠEmpire”),	 ﾠbut	 ﾠalso	 ﾠreading	 ﾠdone	 ﾠ“for	 ﾠ
work	 ﾠor	 ﾠschool.”	 ﾠThis	 ﾠtime	 ﾠaround,	 ﾠwhile	 ﾠany	 ﾠgenre	 ﾠof	 ﾠ“voluntary	 ﾠreading”	 ﾠcounts,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠsecond	 ﾠrestriction	 ﾠ
remains	 ﾠin	 ﾠforce.	 ﾠIt	 ﾠtakes	 ﾠsome	 ﾠgerrymandering	 ﾠto	 ﾠmake	 ﾠa	 ﾠgeneration	 ﾠlogging	 ﾠever	 ﾠmore	 ﾠyears	 ﾠin	 ﾠschool,	 ﾠ
and	 ﾠever	 ﾠmore	 ﾠhours	 ﾠon	 ﾠthe	 ﾠBlackBerry,	 ﾠlook	 ﾠlike	 ﾠnonreaders.	 ﾠ
No	 ﾠone	 ﾠwould	 ﾠclaim	 ﾠthat	 ﾠthe	 ﾠwritten	 ﾠword	 ﾠis	 ﾠthe	 ﾠonly	 ﾠmedium	 ﾠfor	 ﾠmind-ﾭ‐blowing	 ﾠliterary	 ﾠexperience.	 ﾠ(For	 ﾠ
many	 ﾠtime-ﾭ‐pressed	 ﾠcommuters,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠloose,	 ﾠbaggy	 ﾠnovel	 ﾠhas	 ﾠfound	 ﾠits	 ﾠlife-ﾭ‐support	 ﾠtechnology	 ﾠnot	 ﾠin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
e-ﾭ‐book	 ﾠbut	 ﾠin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠCD	 ﾠplayer	 ﾠand	 ﾠthe	 ﾠInterstate	 ﾠhighway	 ﾠsystem.)	 ﾠIt’s	 ﾠharder	 ﾠto	 ﾠremember	 ﾠthat	 ﾠmind-ﾭ‐
blowing	 ﾠliterary	 ﾠexperience	 ﾠisn’t	 ﾠthe	 ﾠonly	 ﾠthing	 ﾠthe	 ﾠwritten	 ﾠword	 ﾠis	 ﾠgood	 ﾠfor.	 ﾠThat	 ﾠall-ﾭ‐time	 ﾠbest	 ﾠseller,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
Bible,	 ﾠfits	 ﾠnowhere	 ﾠwithin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠsurvey’s	 ﾠneat	 ﾠdivision	 ﾠbetween	 ﾠ“reading	 ﾠfor	 ﾠliterary	 ﾠexperience,”	 ﾠ“reading	 ﾠ
for	 ﾠinformation”	 ﾠand	 ﾠ“reading	 ﾠto	 ﾠperform	 ﾠa	 ﾠtask.”	 ﾠNor	 ﾠdoes	 ﾠpornography.	 ﾠ	 ﾠ
More	 ﾠfundamentally,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ“after”	 ﾠin	 ﾠwhich	 ﾠGame	 ﾠBoys	 ﾠdisplace	 ﾠJames	 ﾠJoyce	 ﾠpresumes	 ﾠa	 ﾠ“before”	 ﾠthat	 ﾠ
never	 ﾠexisted.	 ﾠThink	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠmost	 ﾠsuccessful	 ﾠprinter	 ﾠin	 ﾠ18th-ﾭ‐century	 ﾠPhiladelphia,	 ﾠBenjamin	 ﾠFranklin.	 ﾠAs	 ﾠ
James	 ﾠGreen	 ﾠand	 ﾠPeter	 ﾠStallybrass	 ﾠhave	 ﾠshown,	 ﾠFranklin’s	 ﾠwooden	 ﾠpress	 ﾠcranked	 ﾠout	 ﾠauction	 ﾠ
announcements,	 ﾠlottery	 ﾠtickets,	 ﾠhandbills	 ﾠadvertising	 ﾠrunaway	 ﾠslaves	 ﾠand	 ﾠnewspapers	 ﾠcrammed	 ﾠwith	 ﾠ
classified	 ﾠads,	 ﾠas	 ﾠwell	 ﾠas	 ﾠ“Bills	 ﾠof	 ﾠLading,	 ﾠBills	 ﾠof	 ﾠSale,	 ﾠPowers	 ﾠof	 ﾠAttorney,	 ﾠWrits,	 ﾠSummons,	 ﾠApprentices	 ﾠ
Indentures,	 ﾠServants	 ﾠIndentures,	 ﾠPenal	 ﾠBills,	 ﾠPromissory	 ﾠNotes,	 ﾠ&c”	 ﾠ(as	 ﾠone	 ﾠadvertisement	 ﾠput	 ﾠit).	 ﾠ
Franklin	 ﾠalso	 ﾠprinted	 ﾠlabels	 ﾠfor	 ﾠmedicine	 ﾠbottles,	 ﾠwrapping	 ﾠfor	 ﾠsoap	 ﾠand	 ﾠ“500	 ﾠadvertisements	 ﾠabout	 ﾠ
thread.”	 ﾠWhat	 ﾠhe	 ﾠdidn’t	 ﾠprint,	 ﾠwith	 ﾠa	 ﾠhandful	 ﾠof	 ﾠexceptions,	 ﾠwas	 ﾠanything	 ﾠwe	 ﾠwould	 ﾠrecognize	 ﾠtoday	 ﾠas	 ﾠ
literature.	 ﾠ	 ﾠ
People	 ﾠread	 ﾠfor	 ﾠmany	 ﾠreasons,	 ﾠfrom	 ﾠthe	 ﾠsublime	 ﾠ(to	 ﾠsave	 ﾠtheir	 ﾠsouls)	 ﾠto	 ﾠthe	 ﾠridiculous	 ﾠ(to	 ﾠavoid	 ﾠeye	 ﾠ
contact	 ﾠon	 ﾠthe	 ﾠsubway).	 ﾠFranklin’s	 ﾠexample	 ﾠshould	 ﾠremind	 ﾠus	 ﾠthat	 ﾠwhat	 ﾠthe	 ﾠN.E.A.	 ﾠcalls	 ﾠ“reading	 ﾠfor	 ﾠ
literary	 ﾠexperience”	 ﾠhas	 ﾠnever	 ﾠbeen	 ﾠmore	 ﾠthan	 ﾠone	 ﾠuse	 ﾠamong	 ﾠmany.	 ﾠA	 ﾠcrucial	 ﾠone,	 ﾠfor	 ﾠmy	 ﾠmoney;	 ﾠbut	 ﾠ
then,	 ﾠa	 ﾠwhite,	 ﾠfemale,	 ﾠnonincarcerated	 ﾠexerciser,	 ﾠvolunteer,	 ﾠvoter	 ﾠand	 ﾠEnglish	 ﾠprofessor	 ﾠlike	 ﾠme	 ﾠturns	 ﾠ
out	 ﾠto	 ﾠbe	 ﾠstatistically	 ﾠlikely	 ﾠto	 ﾠthink	 ﾠso.	 ﾠ
Last	 ﾠyear,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠN.E.A.	 ﾠresponded	 ﾠto	 ﾠthe	 ﾠsupposed	 ﾠreading	 ﾠcrisis	 ﾠwith	 ﾠthe	 ﾠBig	 ﾠRead,	 ﾠa	 ﾠcampaign	 ﾠthat	 ﾠ
offered	 ﾠcommunities	 ﾠa	 ﾠchoice	 ﾠof	 ﾠbook	 ﾠto	 ﾠread	 ﾠtogether.	 ﾠPredictably,	 ﾠone	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠselections	 ﾠwas	 ﾠRay	 ﾠ
Bradbury’s	 ﾠ“Fahrenheit	 ﾠ451.”	 ﾠI’m	 ﾠnot	 ﾠsure	 ﾠwhat	 ﾠmoved	 ﾠme	 ﾠto	 ﾠreread	 ﾠthe	 ﾠnovel	 ﾠlast	 ﾠmonth:	 ﾠmaybe	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
dystopian	 ﾠN.E.A.	 ﾠreport,	 ﾠmaybe	 ﾠthe	 ﾠrelease	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠKindle.	 ﾠ(Is	 ﾠAmazon	 ﾠsuggesting	 ﾠthat	 ﾠthe	 ﾠbooks	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
world	 ﾠcan	 ﾠnow	 ﾠgo	 ﾠup	 ﾠin	 ﾠflames?)	 ﾠSomething	 ﾠpuzzled	 ﾠme	 ﾠthis	 ﾠtime,	 ﾠthough:	 ﾠwhat	 ﾠexactly	 ﾠare	 ﾠBradbury’s	 ﾠ
villains	 ﾠtrying	 ﾠto	 ﾠget	 ﾠrid	 ﾠof?	 ﾠSometimes	 ﾠit’s	 ﾠa	 ﾠmaterial	 ﾠobject	 ﾠ—	 ﾠbound	 ﾠpages	 ﾠget	 ﾠburned	 ﾠwithout	 ﾠever	 ﾠ
being	 ﾠread.	 ﾠAt	 ﾠother	 ﾠtimes,	 ﾠit	 ﾠseems	 ﾠto	 ﾠbe	 ﾠhigh	 ﾠculture,	 ﾠoral	 ﾠas	 ﾠmuch	 ﾠas	 ﾠwritten.	 ﾠIn	 ﾠa	 ﾠworld	 ﾠfull	 ﾠof	 ﾠactors	 ﾠ
“who	 ﾠhaven’t	 ﾠacted	 ﾠPirandello	 ﾠor	 ﾠShaw	 ﾠor	 ﾠShakespeare	 ﾠfor	 ﾠyears,”	 ﾠone	 ﾠcharacter	 ﾠcan	 ﾠtell	 ﾠanother,	 ﾠ“It’s	 ﾠ
not	 ﾠbooks	 ﾠyou	 ﾠneed,	 ﾠit’s	 ﾠsome	 ﾠof	 ﾠthe	 ﾠthings	 ﾠthat	 ﾠonce	 ﾠwere	 ﾠin	 ﾠbooks.”	 ﾠWriting	 ﾠin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠsame	 ﾠdecade	 ﾠas	 ﾠ
Marshall	 ﾠMcLuhan,	 ﾠBradbury	 ﾠnever	 ﾠseems	 ﾠcertain	 ﾠwhether	 ﾠhis	 ﾠtopic	 ﾠis	 ﾠthe	 ﾠmedium	 ﾠor	 ﾠthe	 ﾠmessage.	 ﾠ
The	 ﾠN.E.A.	 ﾠperpetuates	 ﾠthe	 ﾠconfusion	 ﾠabout	 ﾠwhat’s	 ﾠ“at	 ﾠrisk.”	 ﾠGreat	 ﾠliterature	 ﾠ(as	 ﾠopposed	 ﾠto	 ﾠpulp	 ﾠ
fiction)?	 ﾠPleasure	 ﾠreading	 ﾠ(as	 ﾠopposed	 ﾠto	 ﾠreading	 ﾠto	 ﾠgrub	 ﾠgrades	 ﾠor	 ﾠgrub	 ﾠmoney)?	 ﾠThe	 ﾠreading	 ﾠof	 ﾠbooks	 ﾠ
(as	 ﾠopposed	 ﾠto	 ﾠnewspaper	 ﾠWeb	 ﾠsites,	 ﾠmail-ﾭ‐order	 ﾠcatalogs	 ﾠand	 ﾠN.E.A.	 ﾠreports)?	 ﾠReading	 ﾠmediated	 ﾠby	 ﾠ
some	 ﾠsurface	 ﾠthat	 ﾠpredates	 ﾠthe	 ﾠLCD	 ﾠ—	 ﾠbooks,	 ﾠscrolls,	 ﾠtombstones?	 ﾠBafflingly,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠN.E.A.’s	 ﾠtime-ﾭ‐use	 ﾠ
charts	 ﾠclassify	 ﾠ“e-ﾭ‐mailing”	 ﾠand	 ﾠ“surfing	 ﾠWeb	 ﾠsites”	 ﾠas	 ﾠcompetitors	 ﾠto	 ﾠreading,	 ﾠnot	 ﾠsubsets	 ﾠof	 ﾠit.	 ﾠ
Bradbury’s	 ﾠlogic	 ﾠwas	 ﾠeven	 ﾠless	 ﾠconsistent:	 ﾠin	 ﾠthe	 ﾠfuture,	 ﾠhe	 ﾠpredicts,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ“rule	 ﾠbook”	 ﾠwill	 ﾠforbid	 ﾠreading.	 ﾠThe	 ﾠone	 ﾠhypothesis	 ﾠthat	 ﾠneither	 ﾠ“Fahrenheit	 ﾠ451”	 ﾠnor	 ﾠ“To	 ﾠRead	 ﾠor	 ﾠNot	 ﾠto	 ﾠRead”	 ﾠsupports	 ﾠis	 ﾠthat	 ﾠreading	 ﾠ
itself	 ﾠstands	 ﾠin	 ﾠany	 ﾠdanger.	 ﾠAlthough	 ﾠBradbury	 ﾠequates	 ﾠtotalitarianism	 ﾠwith	 ﾠbook	 ﾠburning,	 ﾠhis	 ﾠnovel	 ﾠ
never	 ﾠexplains	 ﾠhow	 ﾠa	 ﾠsurveillance	 ﾠstate	 ﾠcould	 ﾠfunction	 ﾠwithout	 ﾠrecord-ﾭ‐keeping.	 ﾠ(Every	 ﾠhistorian	 ﾠknows	 ﾠ
that	 ﾠpolice	 ﾠstates	 ﾠgenerate	 ﾠthe	 ﾠjuiciest	 ﾠarchives.)	 ﾠWhen	 ﾠthe	 ﾠhero	 ﾠgoes	 ﾠon	 ﾠthe	 ﾠlam	 ﾠafter	 ﾠbeing	 ﾠcaught	 ﾠ
reading	 ﾠ“Dover	 ﾠBeach,”	 ﾠthe	 ﾠalert	 ﾠbroadcast	 ﾠon	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ“televisor”	 ﾠtakes	 ﾠan	 ﾠalphabetical	 ﾠform:	 ﾠ“‘Montag,’	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
TV	 ﾠset	 ﾠsaid,	 ﾠand	 ﾠlit	 ﾠup.	 ﾠ‘M-ﾭ‐O-ﾭ‐N-ﾭ‐T-ﾭ‐A-ﾭ‐G.’	 ﾠThe	 ﾠname	 ﾠwas	 ﾠspelled	 ﾠout	 ﾠby	 ﾠa	 ﾠvoice.”	 ﾠBradbury	 ﾠcan	 ﾠimagine	 ﾠa	 ﾠ
world	 ﾠwithout	 ﾠbooks,	 ﾠbut	 ﾠnot	 ﾠwithout	 ﾠbookkeeping.	 ﾠThe	 ﾠfile,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠlist,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠlabel,	 ﾠthe	 ﾠmemo:	 ﾠthese	 ﾠare	 ﾠthe	 ﾠ
genres	 ﾠthat	 ﾠwill	 ﾠkeep	 ﾠreading	 ﾠalive.	 ﾠWhatever	 ﾠhappens	 ﾠto	 ﾠthe	 ﾠnovel,	 ﾠwe’ll	 ﾠalways	 ﾠneed	 ﾠa	 ﾠrule	 ﾠbook.	 ﾠ
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